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They were all dead. Killing them was part of the business. You had
to get your hands dirty and bloody. There weren’t many still in the
business, but Gerald and Eliza had stayed in to pay the farm off. Even
after everything in the world burned down, after the earth opened up
and spilled out the rotten and mangled corpses of the dead—after the
mothers mourned their children, after the husbands buried their wives
with a bullet to the brain—the bankers, the sharks in suits, the leeches
of money came calling for the mortgage payment on the farm. And so
they picked the business back up. They only thing that changed was
the livestock.
The blood thinned with the water. Gerald wasn’t sure if he was
sweeping it up or just driving it into the already rotted floor. Eliza picked
bits of skin off the table and scrubbed the bench and checked to see if
the knives and shears were dry. She wiped her hand across her face. A
smear of blood painted her gray and blackening cheek. Her slender arms
creaked as she scrubbed with the hand brush. Blood sloshed to the floor.
Gerald grunted and walked over with the mop. He pushed the pink,
soapy square chunks of cheek and foot out the door. He walked back
and took a floor broom from the closet. The handle, like the floor, was
rotted. Everything seemed rotted. It was amazing the barn hadn’t fallen
down yet.
“Are we doing the right thing?” Eliza said standing. She stretched
her arms over her head. A loud popping noise ran up her spine.
“We’re working to save the farm, ain’t we?” Gerald asked.
Eliza shrugged and tossed a partial earlobe in the trash bin. She
pushed the barn doors open and Gerald ran the broom across once
more throwing any leftovers out onto the soil that was now tainted a
crusty red from the constant cleanings. A haze draped over the farm.
A white mist against the lightening skyline shrouded the farmhouse
and fields leaving dark silhouettes. Gerald picked at a scab on his head.
“Does it ever make you sick, Gerry? You know, farming ‘em?”
“The farm don’t run itself, Lizzy. And if the farm don’t run we don’t—”
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Eliza held up her hand. “I know.” She tilted her head. The thin reeds
of dark hair, the ones that had yet to fall out, fanned to the side like
feathers. She looked thoughtfully at Gerald. Despite the rotted and torn
look of both her clothes and body, Eliza looked beautiful in a dead sort
of way. Gerald smiled and continued scratching. “But do you?”
Gerald looked away and picked the scab until he felt the crust rip
free and the small, wet trickle of thick blood run down his balding head.
He flicked the scab into the grass and shook his head. He turned and
limped back into the barn. Eliza watched him and imagined the smell
of the rotting wood. She pictured the termite tunnels burrowed into the
once pristine oak Gerald’s great-grandfather had built it out of. Eliza
closed her eyes and remembered what it had looked like before the Wave.
It stood taller then, didn’t lean like it did now. It had big red doors
with white trimming. It looked like it had come out of Little House on
the Prairie. She tried to picture Gerald walking out of the barn, only
that it was no longer Gerald in grimy overalls with large patches she
sewn into them. It was Michael Landon who walked out dressed in a
red and white checkered shirt to match the barn and a pair of Levi jeans
with brown cowboy boots and one of those gallon-type hats, one of the
small ones. She saw the baby blue irises of his eyes, not the milky-white
deadness of Gerald’s, and thought he looked beautiful. Beautiful because
he was alive. Beautiful because he wasn’t like them.
Eliza thought of the farm the way it was before everything was ripped
out from under them. It was alive, bustling, moving on its own two legs.
Had been since 1901. Thriving with barn animals, horses pulling plow
blades behind them, chickens pecking at the ground looking for seed,
goats chewing out wheat and crab grass that grew up to the edge of
the fields; there were farmhands, black men with strong arms looking
for a week or months’ worth of wages in Gerald’s grandfather’s day. It
was Mexicans in hers. Now it was dead and rotted like everything the
farm had to offer.
Dead like them.
Gerald closed the barn door, picked at his head again, and put his
arm around Eliza’s waist.
“You should stop doing that,” she said. “You won’t have a head to
pick if you keep it up.”
The sun started to peak above the fog burning away the curtains
covering the leaning and graying farmhouse. A streak-stained window
looked out at them from the porch like a cathartic eye. Gerald tightened
his grip around Eliza’s waist. “Sometimes it gets me,” he said. He pulled
her close to him and smiled. “But I try not to think about it too much.
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It’s gotta get done. That’s what they pay us for.”
“I get that. But it seems so cruel. Don’t it ever bother you the way
they stare up at you with those big old eyes?”
“Bothers me more that there’s still color in ‘em. They’re like shiny
mirrors that you can see yourself in.”
“Then why do we do it, Gerry? Why do it if it’s so hard?”
They stopped walking. Gerald turned and looked at her. “Because it
has to be done, Lizzy. We’ve been through this before.”
“I know, but I don’t like it. I. . . I…” she hesitated. “I think I want out.”
“Want out?
“Yeah.”
“C’mon, you don’t mean that.”
“Yes. I think I do,” Eliza said. She crossed her arms and lifted up her
chin. A crow cawed overhead. Gerald squinted against the ever-rising
sun’s rays. Slowly the fog was starting to burn off. He motioned for her to
walk with him to the porch, but he did not put his arm around her waist.
They climb the creaking steps. Eliza kissed her index and middle
fingers and then placed the kiss on the gray, rotted post—the one that
hadn’t broken off—just before the top step. It was an old superstition.
One she had carried over with her after her change. Some of the
surviving experts had said that on rare occasions some of the Wave
survivors could retain certain memories even mannerisms. This had
been hers. They sat on two rocking chairs. These had been stained with
a tan, almost pine-looking stain. On the termite infested porch they
stood out like two white dots on a black piece of paper.
“Why would you want out?” Gerald asked after they settled into
the chairs.
“I told you, because it’s getting too hard.”
“So, you’d rather be a Feral.”
“No, I never said—I didn’t. Gerry,” Eliza said.
Gerald shrugged. “That’s what it sounds like to me. But you’re takin’
a chance by becoming one. Shoot, Sandra Boehner on Channel Eleven
News said that the state is adopting a new policy on rounding up Ferals.”
“She did?”
“Yep. Governor what’s-his-name said that if Ferals are allowed to
continue to run round, they’ll eat up the entire food supply within two
years. Maybe less.”
“I didn’t hear anything like that,” Eliza said. She looked down at the
rocking chair’s legs. On the surface she caught glimpses of the porch.
Some of the pegs in the banner running along it had stayed intact. The
missing pieces had either been used to help barricade the windows and
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doors or used as a weapon when the first few victims of the Wave had
shown up in Rail County. “What do they plan to do with them?”
“Shoot ‘em in the head,” Gerald said bluntly. “What else do you do
with a Feral?”
“Sounds like a better deal,” Eliza said.
Another crow cawed. It flew out above the remaining fog becoming
a black dot against the increasingly hot glow of the sunlight. A warm
breeze picked up and dried the slick, sweaty strands of hair on Eliza’s
head. Gerald reached out to her and took her bony hand in his.
“What’d ya mean?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she said shaking her head. “I just think it’s a better deal
than watching the warm ones scream and wiggle when we have at them.”
“I know sometimes it’s hard to do it when they’re screaming ‘Please
don’t! You don’t have to do this! I’m alive, I’m alive!’”
Eliza shuddered.
“And it’s even harder when it’s one of them we’ve raised since birth,
but it ain’t no different than butchering a cow, Lizzy. You’ve just got to
think of it that way.”
Eliza moved to the edge of her seat. She started to fiddle with a loose
string on her apron. Large streaks of blood had run down its front and
dried there. A handprint, a small one, lay smack dap in the middle of
her stomach. She touched it, placing her hand over it like a mother
places her hand lovingly over her child’s. She felt tears at the corner of
her eyes but knew it was just her imagination because her tear ducts
no longer functioned.
“Maybe I don’t want to think of them of anything else other than
fleshy, warm-blooded, living things. Maybe I just want to leave them
alone.”
“Lizzy.”
“No, I mean it. I don’t want to ever raise a knife to one again.
Especially when they’re screaming at me to spare them.”
“Then what are you going to do?” asked Gerald.
“If you go out there—” He pointed out past the farm, past the barn to
the dirt road that ran just in front of their property. “—you’re eventually
going to give into the hunger, only this time you won’t be able to control
it. You’ll be a Feral, and they kill Ferals, Lizzy.”
“I know. I heard you the first time,” she said. “But it’s better than
doing what we’re doing. I can’t take it anymore.”
Gerald stood up. He stretched and then leaned over the porch
railing, shaking his head. He looked around seeing the leaning barn,
admiring the new steel barn they put up several years ago when their
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bank representative came calling with their mortgage papers and said,
“Even though the world has flipped upside down and the dead have
risen doesn’t mean your mortgage bills can stop.” Gerald closed his eyes
and breathed in the warm spring air and imagined the cry of his old
pet rooster, Foghorn Leghorn.
“My great-grandfather built this place in 1901, almost forty years
after Reconstruction ended,” he said.
“I know that,” said Eliza.
“He hired farmhands, old carpet baggers, to come up and work the
fields for a fair wage—as fair as one as they were going to get then—
offered them housing. You remember the houses we tore down when
my father was still runnin’ this place?”
Eliza nodded.
“He was a good man my great-grandfather. And he had chickens and
cows, and pigs that were so fat you had to move the troughs to them
just so they could eat. And you know what he did with those animals?”
“Gerry.”
“He slaughtered them when he had to. Not because he wanted to, but
because his family depended on it. A chicken for a meal. A cow for the
local grocery market that paid a nickel on the pound. A prized pig for
a neighborhood pig roast. Sure he didn’t like having to kill something
living, but he understood that God had created these animals for man’s
benefit and he made sure to benefit himself, his family, and his friends
on the carcasses of those animals.”
Gerald turned and faced Eliza. The fog was completely gone and
the heat had swept up. Eliza continued to look at the rocking chairs
polished legs.
“I don’t know if it was God’s plan to have us come back or be whatever
it is we are. I don’t know if it is the plan for us to have other people as
a food source. But what I do know is that we’ve worked too hard for
this farm to go under. I do know that we have to eat those with a pulse
to stay alive.
“Gerry, c’mon.”
“I know there will be a shortage if Ferals are left alone.”
“Do you hear me,” Eliza said.
“I know our profession is in demand.”
“I mean it, stop it right now.”
“And I know that by slaughtering the warm bloods and selling them
in town brings in money to save our lands and it doesn’t make me lose
a wink of sleep over it.”
“Enough, Gerald. Enough,” Eliza said. She looked up. Her eyes
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receded to tiny angry beads. Several strands of thinning hair fell down
into her face. She didn’t bother to move them. “I got it, okay? I got it.”
She dropped her head into her hands covering her face. Gerald watched
as her shoulders bobbed up and down. He listened as the strained
breathing coming from under her hands leaked out.
“I’m sorry,” Gerald said. He moved to her and placed his arm around
her shoulder. He kissed the side of her head and gave her another
squeeze.
“It’s okay,” Eliza said. She raised her head. Gerald thought he saw
the rims of her eyes turn red for a moment. “I just don’t want to be a
monster. Not anymore. It isn’t right.”
“Lizzy, you’re not a monster, okay? Neither of us are. The world’s just
different now, that’s all.”
She shook her head. “No it’s not. We’ve changed, Gerry. More than
half of the world doesn’t have a heartbeat. We require the life of another
to stay alive, and that doesn’t sit well with me.”
“Then what do we do, huh? Tell me, what do we do?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
There was something in Eliza’s voice that told Gerald she did in fact
know. She had the idea since they’d gotten up this morning, maybe
even before then. Eliza put her head back in her lap and he thought it
was best to just let the subject drop. She’ll forget about it by tomorrow,
he thought.
The sun was almost to its highest point. The kid from Odis’ butchery
would be coming by soon for the morning’s pickings. Gerald rubbed his
hands against his overalls and smiled. “Guess I’ll get the goods ready.
Odis should be sending that boy out here any time now.”
Eliza nodded and told Gerald okay. She’d be waiting for him on the
porch. He stepped down the stairs slowly and shuffled to the dark gray
barn. Odis’ delivery boy arrived five minutes later and helped Gerald load
the 150 pounds of fresh cut meats into the back of the freezer truck. As
he filled out a bill of sale and gave Gerald the payment he commented
that this was the biggest haul he’d had in the last couple of days, and
that he hoped Gerald had help in butchering so much meat. Gerald
thanked the boy and said that he still had help tomorrow, too. When
the big, white freezer truck with a large, pink pig painted on the side
and the words “Odis Butchery” painted in gold underneath it was long
gone, Gerald started for the house. The porch was empty. The house was
quiet. A strong breeze picked up, pinning his stringy hair to his head.
The two rockers rocked back and forth quickly slapping into the side
of the house. Eliza was nowhere. Gerald continued to walk making to
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the stairs and he stopped. He looked at Eliza’s chair and knew then
that she’d been gone a long time. Before that morning. Before last week.
Before the first few years after the Wave.
He looked out over the farm once more and then back to the rocking
chairs. They looked like two white dots on a black piece of paper. Gerald
kissed his index and middle fingers and touched them to the post, the
one that hadn’t rotted away, near the top step and went inside. There
was still more work to do.
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